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"ENCOUNTERS  WITH  THE  MASTER" 
I   Jesus  and  the  Man  Who  Sought  Him  After-Hours 


A  person  who  makes  the  same  impression  on  every- 
one he  meets  is  dishonest.   His  responses  are  contrived 
and  forced.   He  conceals  his  mood  swings  and  keeps  his 
feelings  under  wraps  in  order  to  project  a  single  im- 
age of  himself  everywhere  he  goes. 

Jesus  was  not  like  that.   If  all  of  those  who  en- 
countered Jesus  close-up  in  the  days  of  His  flesh  were 
gathered,  say,  in  a  jumbo  jet  and  began  to  compare  their 
impressions  of  Him,  what  a  wide  range  of  opinion  would 
be  registered!   Children  found  Him  gentle;  but  the 
Pharisees  found  Him  rough.   Zacchaeus  found  Him  socia- 
ble; but  Pilate  found  Him  strange.   Peter  found  Him 
patient;  but  the  money-changers  found  Him  impulsive. 
Mary,  His  mother,  found  Him  considerate;  but  the  moth- 
er of  James  and  John  found  Him  something  less  than 
sympathetic. 

Over  the  Sundays  of  Lent  leading  up  to  Palm  Sun- 
day I  propose  that  we  examine  in  some  detail  the  im- 
pact that  Jesus  made  on  five  different  people.   Today 
we  look  in  on  the  meeting  that  took  place  between 
Jesus  and  Nicodemus. 


"There  was  a  man  of  the  Pharisees,  named  Nicodemus, 
a  ruler  of  the  Jews:  the  same  came  to  Jesus  by  night .  .." 
(Jno  3:1-2)   Nicodemus  and  Jesus  met  after-hours.   Why 
Nicodemus  set  it  up  this  way  generates  considerable 
speculation.   Those  who  see  this  VIP  of  Israel  as  pomp- 
ous and  insecure  insist  that  he  came  to  Jesus  when  the 
day  was  over  in  order  to  insure  his  privacy  and  pro- 
tect his  reputation. 

On  the  other  hand,  those  who  warm  to  Nicodemus 
would  argue  that,  like  all  rabbis  of  his  time,  Nicodemus 


had  an  outside  trade  to  practice  along  with  his  reli- 
gious duties.   Accordingly,  he  was  kept  so  busy  that 
his  only  free  time  was  an  odd  evening  now  and  then. 

The  point  doesn't  matter  all  that  much.   Jesus 
made  nothing  whatever  of  it.   It  is  enough  to  borrow 
a  line  from  Shakespeare  and  say  that  Nicodemus  en- 
joyed "the  good  advantage  of  the  night."! 

Jesus  had  a  way  of  making  people  conscious  of  a 
lack  in  themselves.   He  made  their  hungers  surface, 
and  opened  questions  that  they  thought  had  been  closed 
for  good.   Thus  Nicodemus  comes:   "Rabbi,  we  know  that 
you  are  a  teacher  come  from  God:  for  no  man  can  do 
these  miracles  that  you  do,  except  God  be  with  him." 
(John  3:2b) 

Someone  less  secure  than  Jesus  would  have  en- 
joyed this  flattery,  and  even  drawn  it  out  a  little 
further.   "Do  you  really  find  my  teaching  convincing? 
Is  my  style  alright?   Do  you  think  I'll  be  as  effective 
in  the  country  as  I  am  in  town?   Which  of  my  words 
impressed  you  most?   Which  of  my  signs  did  you  find 
the  hardest  to  resist?" 

But  Jesus,  aware  that  He  was  there  for  Nicodemus 
and  not  Nicodemus  for  Him,  moved  with  unsettling  speed 
to  the  Pharisee's  problem.   "Verily,  verily  I  say  unto 
you,  except  a  man  be  born  again  he  cannot  see  the  king- 
dom of  God."   (John  3:3)   WOW!   This  was  hardly  what 
Nicodemus  expected.   The  pace  was  quicker  and  the  sub- 
ject far  more  threatening  than  he  had  bargained  for. 

Rocked  back  on  his  heels  this  man  whose  role  it 
was  to  provide  answers  for  the  faithful  now  becomes  a 
man  of  questions  himself.   "How  can  a  man  be  born  when 
he  is  old?"   "Can  he  enter  the  second  time  into  his 
mother's  womb  and  be  born?"   "How  can  this  be?" 

Nicodemus,  I  believe,  had  been  genuinely  attracted 
to  Jesus.   He  probably  sought  Him  out  that  night  pre- 
pared to  make  some  minor  adjustments  in  his  conduct 
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and  belief.   He  was  ready  to  talk.   He  was  prepared  to 
enter  into  some  give  and  take.   He  was  hopeful  of  reach- 
ing an  accommodation  with  this  masterful  teacher.   How 
great  then  must  have  been  his  consternation  when  Jesus 
told  him  straight  that  nothing  short  of  a  new  begin- 
ning would  do.   "Except  a  man  be  born  again  he  cannot 
see  the  kingdom  of  God." 


Unfortunately  for  our  peace  of  mind  Jesus'  words 
were  not  meant  for  Nicod emus'  ears  alone.   He  meant 
this  truth  for  all  men.   Several  times  the  word  "you" 
in  the  narrative  is  in  the  plural  suggesting  that 
Jesus  is  talking  to  others  through  what  he  says  to 
Nicodemus.   Jesus'  word  on  the  new  birth  has  a  uni- 
versal ring  to  it.   It  belongs  to  the  very  essence  of 
the  gospel.   It  lays  down  the  terms  for  any  who  would 
participate  in  God's  new  order. 

Jesus  did  not  come  to  get  men  to  add  a  few  virtues 
to  their  lives,  or  subtract  a  few  sins,  or  multiply 
their  efforts  towards  a  better  world.   He  came  with  a 
message  that  was  far  more  radical  than  that.   Nothing 
less  than  a  new  beginning,  a  new  birth,  a  total  trans- 
formation would  suffice! 

We  could  understand  Jesus  talking  thus  to  one 
whose  sins  were  vile  and  flagrant:   A  cheating  tax  col- 
lector like  Zacchaeus;  a  traitor  like  Judas,  a  wicked 
tyrant  like  Herod,  a  woman  of  questionable  reputation 
like  Mary  Magdalene;  an  insurrectionist  like  Barabbas, 
a  dying  thief.   That  Jesus  spoke  thus  to  a  man  who  was 
decent,  devout  and  learned  serves  to  show  how  far  we  are 
at.  best  from  the  kingdom  of  God  until  the  Spirit  gives 
us  life! 


Why  do  we  hear  so  little  about  the  need  and  the 
promise  of  the  second  birth  in  our  churches?   What 
other  part  of  our  message  makes  any  sense  at  all  if 
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this  crucial  central  point  remains  unspoken  and  un- 
believed? 

There  is  an  unfortunate  division  in  the  church  on 
this  matter.   Let  me  suggest  a  model  by  which  we  might 
begin  to  sense  the  magnitude  of  the  problem.  Conser- 
vative bodies  in  the  Christian  family  are,  in  a  sense, 
the  Nursery  of  the  kingdom.   They  produce  more  than 
their  share  of  new  life.   Their  willingness  to  evan- 
gelize, their  insistence  on  conversion,  their  concern 
for  the  man  outside,  have  brought  many  of  us  to  Christ. 
This  may  be  why  we  sang  with  greater  gusto  than  usual 
this  morning  the  hymn,  "Amazing  Grace."   It  is  not 
without  significance  that  the  Southern  Baptist  Conven- 
tion is  just  about  the  only  major  denomination  to 
have  shown  statistical  growth  over  the  last  few  years. 

Most  mainline  denominations,  on  the  other  hand, 
tend  to  be  the  Finishing  Schools  of  the  kingdom.   We 
like  to  think  that  we  are  adept  at  taking  toddlers 
from  the  Nursery  and  giving  them  a  little  intellectual 
polish.   We  try  to  instruct  Them  in  the  social  rele- 
vance of  their  faith.   We  attempt  to  develop  in  those 
who  come  to  us  from  the  Nursery  an  appreciation  for 
liturgy  and  Church  Order. 

There  you  have  it  -  the  Nursery  and  the  Finishing 
School.   It  would  appear  that  in  the  Nursery  it's 
"nothing  but  evangelism."  While  in  the  Finishing 
School  it's  "everything  but  evangelism." 

This  division  bothers  me  deeply.   It  isn't  advan- 
tageous for  the  Nursery  people  because  they  suffer  a 
high  rate  of  infant  mortality.   They  have  an  inordinate 
number  of  casualties,  especially  among  their  young  as 
they  go  off  to  school.   Nursery  Christianity  tends  to 
remain  rather  narrowly  pietistic.   Its  worship  tends 
to  be  shallow.   It  seldom  becomes  a  force  for  social 
righteousness  in  the  world. 

The  division  isn't  beneficial  for  the  Finishing 
Schools  either.   The  denominations  represented  in  that 
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term  depend  on  a  source  of  supply  outside  themselves. 
They  produce  relatively  few  Christians.  The  sterility 
of  liberalism  is  notorious.   They  do  not  multiply 
after  their  kind.   Because  you  can't  shape  a  commit- 
ment that  isn't  there,  or  round  out  an  experience  that 
hasn't  happened,  they  must  import  people  who  have  had 
their  initial  experience  of  God  somewhere  else.   No 
part  of  the  Body  of  Christ  has  the  right  to  ignore  the 
need  to  win  men  to  Christ. 

Why  can't  we  put  it  all  together?   Look  at  our  own 
situation  here.   The  most  valuable  and  exciting  thing 
about  this  church,  without  a  single  possible  exception, 
is  the  experience  of  God  that  each  of  us  has  had.  Yet, 
this  is  what  we  talk  of  least  and  seem  least  prepared 
to  share.   There  is  an  astonishing  number  of  professors 
teachers,  ministers,  church  executives  and  laymen  here 
who  owe  their  commitment  and  constancy  within  the 
church  to  an  early  encounter  with  God  that  took  place 
somewhere  else.   We  seldom  hear  about  those  formative 
experiences.   Most  of  our  dependably  reliable  members 
are  a  part  of  this  body  because  at  some  point  in  the 
past ,  in  a  place  perhaps  miles  distant  they  determined 
to  live  no  longer  to  themselves  but  unto  Him  who  loved 
them  and  gave  Himself  for  them. 

It  is  Christ  in  the  heart  that  makes  us  -  US.  It 
is  our  surrender  to  Christ  that  makes  social  action 
different,  that  keeps  worship  warm  and  meaningful,  that 
justifies  all  our  other  programs,  that  keeps  us  con- 
tinuous with  the  New  Testament  and  makes  us  one  with 
the  church  above. 

On  one  particular  evening  in  my  middle  teens  in  a 
small  room  not  very  far  from  this  Nave,  through  the 
ministry  of  a  voice  that  reached  me  by  way  of  radio, 
my  early  years  of  Christian  nurture  crystalized  and  in 
one  flash-point  experience  I  was  overwhelmed  and  cap- 
tured by  the  claims  of  Jesus  Christ  upon  my  life.   I 
recall  falling  to  my  knees  beside  my  bed  and  surrender- 
ing whatever  of  my  life  I  could  to  Him.   Since  that 
time  I  have  been  stuck  with  Jesus,  and  Jesus  has  been 
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stuck  with  me!   Nothing  in  my  life  since  that  time  has 
been  without  reference  to  that  centering  moment! 


Jesus  said  to  Nicodemus,  "You  must  be  born  again." 
He  said  that  to  him  because  Nicodemus  could  be  born 
again.   It  was,  therefore,  not  a  judgment  but  a  message 
of  hope.   Human  nature  can  be  changed.   The  Spirit  of 
God  is  able  to  make  all  things  new.   Our  mission  as 
Christians  is  not  alone  to  the  temporal  necessities  of 
men.   Basic  to  our  calling  is  the  joy  of  offering  to 
men  and  women,  boys  and  girls,  new  life  in  Jesus  Christ 

Our  role  in  this  vital  area  is  to  put  to  the  world 
the  questions  that  the  old  bishop  in  Robert  Browning's 
poem  put  to  the  young  agnostic: 

"What  think  ye  of  Christ,  friend?   When  all's 
done  and  said, 
Like  you  this  Christianity  or  not? 
It  may  be  false,  but  will  you  wish  it  true? 
Has  it  your  vote  to  be  so  if  it  can? 

If  you  desire  faith  -  then  you've  faith  enough: 

What  else  seeks  God  -  nay,  what  else  seek  ourselves?"2 


Closing  Prayer 

We  thank  Thee,  God,  that  by  the  action  of 
Thy  Spirit  in  our  hearts  the  old  can 

pass  away  and  the  new  can  come. 
Keep  us  from  trifling  with  minor 

moral  repairs  when  we 

might  be  totally  transformed. 
Create  in  us  clean  hearts,  0  God, 

and  renew  a  right  spirit  within  us. 
For  the  sake  and  in  the  power 

of  Jesus  Christ  Our  Lord.    Amen. 
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FOOTNOTES 


1.  Shakespeare,  William,  "King  Lear",  Act  II,  Scene  I 

2.  Browning,  Robert,  Browning's  Complete  Poetical 
Works ,  p.  355,  Houghton,  Mifflin  £  Co.,  1895 
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